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Prologue

2003

‘What’s taking them so long?’ Jen asked her two sisters impatiently.

Tiffany shrugged. ‘You know Mum, she’s probably still putting on her slap.’

Their half-sister, Dee, was watching the increasingly restless crowd. People had been waiting for things to kick off for quite some time now.

‘Oi,’ she called, spotting someone she didn’t know. ‘Get your mitts out of the mini sausage rolls. No one starts on the nosh until she gets here.’

The person quickly whipped their hand away; Dee Black was a woman who didn’t stand any nonsense.

Dee turned back to her sisters. ‘I told you we should’ve had it at an upmarket venue. Somewhere plush and cultured.’

Tiff rolled her eyes. ‘Bloody hell, you’re not still rabbiting on about that? Give it a rest will ya.’

Dee blinked her false eyelashes furiously. ‘Everyone’s so low rent here. Look at ’em.’

The crowd was a motley crew of people, mainly from The Devil’s Estate.

Jen said, ‘This is where a lot of her mates are.’ She leaned forward and whispered, ‘It must be that surprise we laid out on the way that’s keeping them. I bet Mum’s gobsmacked.’

They all looked as pleased as Punch with themselves at the thought of the surprise.

Nicky, Dee’s boy, who was keeping a lookout, suddenly and dramatically raised his hand, signalling for silence. But then he frowned and said, ‘Hold up.’ He peered through the window. ‘That can’t be right . . .’

His mum snapped, ‘What are you going on about? It’s either them or it ain’t.’

‘It’s . . .’

Before he could finish, the door opened and Jen’s daughter Courtney came in. Alone.

‘Where’s your Nanna Babs?’ Jen asked. Then she looked closely at her daughter and scowled. ‘Where’s your coat?’

Courtney swallowed, her face pale. ‘I fell . . . it got dirty . . . Nanna Babs kept it.’

‘So where’s your grandmother?’ Dee asked her. ‘Are you alright? You look a bit peaky.’

Courtney swallowed again as she nodded. ‘Nanna said she’s just coming over.’ She looked up at her mum. ‘Can I use the loo?’ She scarpered without waiting for an answer.

Jen stared after her. ‘She didn’t look right. Maybe I should—’

‘She’s coming! She’s coming!’ Nicky called out excitedly.

The lights popped off and they fell silent.

Half a minute later, the door opened. The lights flew back on and the crowd gathered at Babs Miller’s surprise fiftieth joyfully cried, ‘Happy birthday!’

But the happiness was sucked out of the room at the sight of the blood on her face and white dress.

‘Something terrible has happened,’ she said, ‘someone needs to call the coppers.’


Part One: 1972

‘You could do worse than Stanley Miller. A lot worse.’


One

‘You’re a whore! And a murderer!’

As if the spitting rage of the normally quiet and gentle Doctor McDaid was not enough, there was worse to come. Babs Wilson had, unfortunately, left the door to his surgery open as she fled out of it back into the waiting room, and now several rows of patients could all hear him tearing a strip off her.

A few minutes earlier she had been sitting among them, waiting her turn, fists clenched white, hoping against hope that there was some mistake in the test results she’d got yesterday. But Doctor McDaid had soon killed that off; fear and last-minute hope had quickly turned to horror. Then, when he’d turned on her in fury, she’d gone into shock. Now she stood in front of the other patients like an actor who’d forgotten her lines.

Some of her audience looked away in embarrassment while others watched with curiosity. Among them were several proper gossips who were already eagerly trying to work out what was going on so they could spread the word. She could imagine what their malicious patter would sound like once it started doing the rounds:

‘Did you hear about the Wilson girl? I was down the quacks when Doctor McDaid called her a whore and a murderer. Ol’ Jim McDaid was in a right two and eight, I can tell you. I wonder what that was about. As if we didn’t know . . .’ Babs caught the eye of the Jackson woman, aka Dirty Laundry Jackson, who lived on her street. She’d be straight to work on the gossip mill, no doubt adding her own poisonous flavour to the story. The old bitch.

Babs was nineteen, a proud girl from a proud family. Her father had always told her to keep her head up and walk tall, no matter what. So she raised her head, stared down the gawpers and tried to take his advice. But when everyone heard the doctor call out again, to no one in particular, ‘Whore! Murderer! The shame of her honest family!’ she caved. Her shoulders sagged and teardrops stung her cheeks.

The receptionist called out, ‘Mrs Donovan? Doctor McDaid will see you now. Could you remember to close the door on your way in?’ Then she gestured at Babs with her head to tell her to sling her hook.

Babs moved with gathering speed. Out on New Road in Whitechapel, she pulled in gasps of air. Without realising it, she found herself wandering into the traffic. A car slammed on its brakes and squealed to a halt a few inches short of her. The driver shook his head and pointed at his eyes before driving round her. For a brief moment, Babs wished the motor had hit her and dragged her down the road into oblivion because she was a young woman in Big Trouble. In fact, she was in Big Trouble twice over.

She might have been able to cope with one or the other, but not both.

She couldn’t go home to her parents’ house and she couldn’t go and see her friends. But as she tramped the streets of the East End, she realised she didn’t have to. She would just go and see Neville straight away. He would sort her out. It was almost his catchphrase. ‘There’s nothing I can’t sort out, baby. Nothing – you only have to ask and I make it happen.’

She hadn’t seen Nev for a week or more. He was busy at the moment and couldn’t fit her in. But she was proud of that. He weren’t a lazy sod like some of the lads she’d grown up with. No, her Nev had prospects. Ambition. Babs perked up and began the trek, crossing over Commercial Road to the Bad Moon boozer in Shadwell where Nev held court most lunchtimes, although he’d never taken her there himself. He would sort things out. She whispered to no one, ‘He’ll have to, won’t he?’

Nev was Babs’ fiancé. Of course it wasn’t official; Nev didn’t do ‘official’. He didn’t buy engagement rings or hold celebration parties; that wasn’t his style. He went his own way and lived by nobody’s rules but his own. That was one of the things she loved about him. But it was ‘understood’ that they were engaged. When she stopped outside jewellers and gave lingering glances to the array of silver and gold rings, Nev would squeeze her arm and say, ‘No need to rush things, baby. We’re happy as we are. All in good time. Everything comes to him who stands and waits.’

So she’d waited. And waited. And waited.

When Rosie Wilson clocked old Ma Jackson coming down her street, wearing her trademark black hairnet, she speedily got off her knees to get into her house before the meddling old crone collared her and wasted her time spreading malicious natter. The big slob of a woman was legendary for sticking her snout – misshapen and red from years of stout and gin – into any and everything that wasn’t her business.

Rosie had been cleaning her front steps. She got down on her hands and knees every week to scrub them with water, a capful of vinegar, some Vim, Sunlight Soap and her faithful wooden scrubbing brush. The Wilsons were a respectable family, unlike some who lived in the streets behind the Royal London Hospital in Whitechapel. That’s why she didn’t care for back-fence talk. Besides, most of Dirty Laundry Jackson’s gossip was made up anyway.

But the old dear was too quick for her. As Rosie reached for her door, Jackson caught her on the doorstep.

‘Hello, Rosie, luv. Long time no speak. How’s the family? Everything alright?’ Then she added with a snide smirk, ‘How’s your girl Babs getting on? Everything OK?’

Rosie looked in the old woman’s spiteful watery eyes. Jackson had a manner like a door-to-door salesman. She was that annoying. Rosie cut her short. ‘We’re very well, thank you, and Babs is fine. Now if you’ll excuse me . . .’

But Jackson wasn’t to be fobbed off so easily. She was an expert at this game. ‘Oh, that’s good, that’s very good. So Babs is alright then, is she?’

Rosie pursed her lips, annoyed as hell that this woman wouldn’t take her loathsome business elsewhere. ‘Yes, Babs is fine. I just told you.’ She pushed the door open.

Jackson moved in for the kill. ‘Are you sure? You know me, dear, I don’t like to spread gossip . . .’

Rosie interrupted with leaden sarcasm, ‘No, I know you don’t.’

‘. . . But I was down Doctor McDaid’s this morning and your Babs was there having a right old barney. He was in a fair state. Thought he was going to burst a blood vessel for sure. Effing at Babs, he was, while your girl was giving it back to him like a proper fishwife. He was calling her all sorts of vile names that I wouldn’t like to repeat – then Babs marches out of the surgery giving him the old Harvey Smith.’

Rosie rolled her eyes dramatically. She couldn’t imagine her darling Babs sticking two fingers up at anyone, like that show jumper Harvey Smith had done the year before.

But Ma Jackson cracked on. ‘I’ve never seen the like in my life. So I thought to myself, there’s something not quite kosher here; I mean, old man McDaid is always as quiet as a mouse and your Babs is such a nice girl . . . usually.’

Rosie kept it zipped. The mud that this poisonous old toad liked to sling around was always embroidered. Sometimes, there was a root of God’s honest truth in there somewhere, but Rosie found this particular bollocks story impossible to believe on any level.

Fortunately, they were interrupted by the appearance of a stunning young woman dressed in flared slacks, a cheesecloth blouse and platform heels.

‘Hello, Mrs Wilson, is Babs in?’

‘Hello, Denny luv – no, she’s out I’m afraid.’ Denise Brooks was her Babs’ best mate and Rosie liked her. She was a sweet girl, unlike many of the young ones around there who were growing into loud-mouthed replicas of their parents. The only problem with Denny was the unfortunate ‘lights on but no one at home’ expression she usually wore.

Rosie could see that Ma Jackson was eagerly hoping that this new arrival could shed some light on the incident at the doctor’s. She was disappointed when Denny looked surprised and said, ‘Oh? That’s a shame; she said she’d be in. I thought we were going to the pictures later to see that Steptoe and Son film. Can you tell her I called?’

Rosie nodded. Denny turned, sadness clouding her face as it often did lately, and walked back in the direction she’d come.

Ma Jackson put the needle back on her stuck record. ‘So, Babs is alright? You know me, if there’s a problem and I can help in any way . . .’

Rosie stepped inside her house. ‘I think you must have got the wrong end of the stick. Now, if you’ll excuse me.’

‘Of course, dear.’

Rosie closed the front door behind her. Her husband George was in his armchair in the sitting room, reading the Evening News.

He looked up at her. ‘The miners are going on strike. Says here that Ted Heath and his lot are gonna have a state of emergency. They’re talking about cutting the electric. We’ll have to stock up on candles—’

‘Stuff the Prime Minister.’ With a mixture of alarm and anger, she asked, ‘Have you seen Babs today? Did she say she was going down Doctor McDaid’s?’

‘No, I haven’t.’ Now George appeared concerned. ‘What’s she going down the quacks for anyway? She’s not ill, is she?’

‘That’s what I’d like to know.’

Rosie walked around the house and pretended to do a few things before marching back into the sitting room and shouting, ‘Where the hell is Babs, anyway?’


Two

Even before she pushed open the door of the Bad Moon gut instinct told Babs her fella wasn’t there. ‘I’d Like to Teach the World to Sing’ played around the few punters, while the stocky barman and the busty, hard-faced landlady wiped down surfaces. As soon as she reached the bar, the landlady stopped polishing and asked, ‘What can I get you, pet?’ But she didn’t seem very pleased with her new customer. Babs knew the Bad Moon was a bloke’s pub. That was why Nev always took her somewhere else.

‘Has Nev been in today?’ Babs knew her voice sounded desperate, but she couldn’t hold her emotions back.

‘Nev? Don’t know any Nevs.’

‘Yeah, you know – Neville.’

‘Oh, him.’ The landlady looked at her with sympathy. Babs’ stomach rolled – this woman had already guessed what the deal was, the way landladies do. ‘I haven’t seen him around for a while.’

Babs’ desperation grew as the other woman got back on with the cleaning. While there had been some hope, she’d kept things under control, but this was her first port of call and already hope was draining away.

‘What do you mean, you haven’t seen him?’

The landlady looked back up, her eyes as tough as stone. ‘What I say – I ain’t seen him. It’s not a very complicated sentence, is it?’

Babs clenched her fists. ‘You’re a liar. He’s always in here. I know.’

The landlady put her dishcloth down and placed her palms on the bar. Her fingers twitched ever so slightly, showcasing knuckles that said she knew a thing or two about the hard knocks of life. ‘Look, I’m not taking any lip from a slip of a girl. He’s not here and we haven’t seen him for a while. Now – do you want to order a drink or what? Otherwise I have to ask you to leave.’

Babs looked around at the patrons nervously. They were staring at her in the same way as Doctor McDaid’s patients earlier.

She left.

So she never saw the barman shift up and ask, ‘Who was that?’

‘Some dopey bird looking for Neville,’ the landlady answered, pulling out a Virginia Slim and lighting up.

And Babs never saw the barman burst into laughter. ‘Silly bitch. Her and half the other scrubbers in the East End.’

Once she hit Commercial Road again, Babs caught a bus to Limehouse. When she’d met Nev, he’d had a pad there. In fact, it was there they’d first had sex, later the same night. She’d gone up the Reno nightclub in Stoke Newington with her mate Denny; they’d heard it had a classier clientele than the usual wide boys, spivs and pretend bank robbers they met on a night out in the East End. At first it seemed that wasn’t true, but that was before she met Nev. He hadn’t been that interested but when she turned him down for a dance, he suddenly became very attentive indeed. Nev wasn’t the kind of bloke who took refusals lightly. He spent the rest of the night pursuing her, chatting her up. Once he had his big strong arms wrapped around her for a slow dance in the small hours, she didn’t remember making any more decisions. She’d followed him in a dreamlike state to a cab, then to his flat and then to his bedroom.

Babs had had other guys of course, but Nev was different. He was tall, he was strong and he was cool. He didn’t show off or play act because he didn’t need to. The hard boys in the Reno all got out of the way for him. The manager and the bouncers all knew him by name. She knew no geezer was going to lean out of a car window and shout ‘Oi darlin’, show us your tits!’ while Nev was around. Not if they wanted to keep a matching pair of ears. He was so polite. And as Babs knew, guys like that were at a premium down her neck of the woods. She wasn’t going to let him go without a fight.

So the morning after the Reno, after she’d waited patiently for him to arrange to see her again, she got angry when she was finally forced to ask, ‘Are we going out together then, or what?’ – and he didn’t seem to understand the question. She got even angrier when he said nothing in reply. She’d shouted, ‘I’m not a fucking tart Neville,’ so loudly the neighbours must have heard.

He’d gifted her with his one-hundred-watt smile. ‘Yeah – sure we’re going out.’

Afterwards, she apologised for getting on his wick. It was obvious later he was just upset that she’d even asked the question in the first place. And that was the first excuse she’d made for her new boyfriend.

As Babs looked out of the bus window at the estate in Limehouse, she realised in the pit of her guts that she’d been making excuses for him ever since.

She’d never seen the estate in the light of day before. It was one of those old-style Thirties estates, already on its last legs, dirty and dingy. She walked up to the fourth floor. At first Nev had claimed it was his flat but later he’d admitted that he was looking after it for a friend who was on remand for something that he totally and absolutely hadn’t done. Of course, she’d believed him. She knew Nev wasn’t at the flat any more but kept her fingers crossed that he might have left a forwarding address.

Whoever was occupying the flat now had a poster in the kitchen window that said, ‘Demand The Impossible!’ She guessed they might be squatters. The same poster had been in the window of a squat on the street where she lived with her mum and dad. That was before the rozzers had come round and dragged the squatters out by their long, greasy hair, given them a good kicking and chucked them in the back of a Black Maria.

The lock on Nev’s old flat had been kicked off. It was a squat alright.

Babs tapped on the door. It was opened slightly by a young man with long straggly blond hair that was nearly down past his nipples. He wore flared jeans and a Che Guevara T-shirt.

‘Wha’cha want?’

‘I’m Neville’s fiancée. He used to live here. Have you got a forwarding address?’ Babs realised how stupid she sounded, standing at the door to this flat, on this estate, asking for her ‘fiancé’.

‘Never heard of him . . .’ The door slammed shut. But a few moments later it opened again, more widely this time. ‘Neville, you say? Wait there a minute.’ The freak disappeared again before returning with a handful of mail. He passed it to Babs without a word and the door shut again.

As she slowly made her way downstairs like a mourner at a funeral, she looked at the envelopes, each addressed to Neville but with various surnames. There were final demands, summonses and threatening letters about unpaid loans and overdrafts. Nev had always told her he was ‘in business’. That he had various ‘irons in the fire’. That he was looking at ‘investment options’. Now it was clear why he was so well dressed and could afford such expensive gear. He wasn’t actually paying for anything but living on the never-never.

Then there were the postcards. She’d cried no tears since her visit to Doctor McDaid hours earlier. Now they erupted again: acid ones that stung her face.

Hi Nev! Found a great spot for some nudy sunbathing! Can’t wait to get back and show you my new all-over tan. And I mean all-over! Loads of love! Tania!!!

Another one from Petra in West Berlin.

Baby! Course finish next week. I’m in London from Monday. I call. Petra XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX ps but please don’t call me Nazi any more, yes?

Babs checked the postmarks on the cards. They’d both been written after she’d met her guy at the Reno club.

All those nights the little bastard was ‘busy’ or doing ‘business’. Or he was ‘seeing his family’. Of course he’d never asked her to meet them. It seemed that Nev had taken the same view as Doctor McDaid all along – she was a whore. What a fucking proper moron she’d been. And worse, what a fucking moron he must have thought she was.

When she got down to the courtyard below, Babs scattered the envelopes and letters in the gutter. But she took the postcards, tore them into tiny pieces, spat on them and threw them on the ground, before grinding them with her heel in fury.

She was done weeping and wailing. Her back straightened and steel set in her spine. She raised her head, more determined to find Nev than ever. She was Barbara Wilson. And no one was going to make a divvy out of her.

As she walked on, she remembered something. One evening when she’d been in the flat upstairs, there was a knock at the door. After a brief chat on the doorstep, Nev had said he was popping out for ten minutes to discuss business with his visitor. While he was out, the phone in the flat had rung. She was absolutely forbidden to pick up Nev’s phone and was sometimes ordered out of the room when he answered it. But as he wasn’t there, she’d picked it up. The voice was smooth and Cockney. ‘Alright, darlin’? Can you pop Neville on the blower?’

‘He’s just stepped out.’

‘No problem. Can you ask him to call the Go Go Girls Modelling Agency in Soho? We’ve got some work for him. He’s got the number, but I’ll give it to you anyway.’

Babs had got a bit excited because Nev had mentioned that he did a spot of photography for a modelling agency. ‘OK. Can I tell him who called?’

The man seemed amused. ‘Me? I’m the proprietor, luv. My name’s Stanley Miller.’


Three

Twenty-two-year-old Cleo Clark closed her Bible, shut her eyes, took a deep breath and enjoyed her little moment of peace in the house in Mile End. Cleo was a cross between Diana Ross and her namesake Cleopatra – black, beautiful and a diva, if she needed to be. She let the hard realities of her life slip away as her soul was bathed in a world of angels singing and soft golden light. A world of beauty, gentleness and truth. But her precious moment was interrupted by a man downstairs bellowing, ‘Come on then! Come on then! I’ll take you all on.’

With a groan, she opened her eyes and was back in the real world, which didn’t include beauty, gentleness and truth at all.

‘Not again, Pete,’ she moaned, as the shouting got worse. ‘Why can’t you behave like a paid-up member of the human race for once in your miserable life?’

There was a sharp tap at the door. ‘Oi. Are you in there, Cleo? Come on, sweetheart, I’ve got a job for you to do. This ain’t a doss house.’

Cleo knew what this particular job would involve. When she wasn’t having sex for money in the knocking shop her other job was ‘taking care of Pete’. And taking care of Pete was pretty much a full-time job on its own.

She looked around her grotty room, in the grotty Georgian three-storey house where grotty people lived. Although those people were far better than the grotty Herberts who paid cash up front for her to take them squealing to heaven and back. She sighed, kissed her Bible and put it back in her bedside drawer. She turned the key and then put it in the locket she always wore, even when she was on her back working.

There were many light fingers in the brothel but Lord help anyone trying to nab her Good Book. She’d rip their mitts clean off. It had been a christening gift and whatever else she’d won and lost over the years, the book had stayed with her. The pastor at her mum’s church had explained, ‘Read a little every day, it will help you on your way!’

And Cleo needed all the help she could get.

The hammering started up again. ‘Open the bloody door. Our friend Pete is really creating down there.’

‘Keep your drawers on, I’m coming.’

Cleo stood up, popped her bouncy caramel afro wig on and smoothed down the tight blood-red latex dress. The top half of the dress was a lace-up corset, and the back had two holes so that her bum cheeks stuck out. She despised the dress. It made her hot and sweaty and squeezed her like a clenched fist. But it got the geezers who came through the door frothing at the chops, so she didn’t have any choice but to wear it. With a tired sigh, she ran her fingers through the wig and finally opened the door.

Dorothy Sure, called Daffy by one and all, stood outside, leaning on her black walking cane. She was small and dainty with a dyed flame-red Twenties bob and a few lines on her face that made most people mark her as around thirty. It was the sharp lines that popped around her lips when she was pissed off that showed her age. Cleo didn’t know what that age was, and Daffy wasn’t the type of woman to tell. But the walking stick she used to support her right leg said more about the rough life she’d once lived than her telling the tale.

‘You ain’t shooting up in there, are ya?’ Daffy asked, her eyes squinting in warning. She ran the place with an iron fist and had a thing about her girls getting strung out.

Miffed at the question, Cleo kissed her teeth and stuck her fists on her hips. ‘You know I’m a clean living girl . . .’ She scowled as she looked around. ‘Apart from this joint, obviously.’

‘I know you are and that’s why I need you now. We’ve got a problem.’

‘I’ve got a pair of ears; I can hear the silly sod from here.’

As if on cue, banging and crashing sounded on the floor below. It was always the same with Pete, he moved from verbals and threats to slogging it out pretty swiftly.

‘He’s on the sauce again and causing havoc.’

Cleo looked at her watch. ‘It’s only three in the afternoon. How can he be smashed outta his skull already?’

Daffy put her arm around Cleo’s shoulders and began to lead her towards the staircase. ‘When it comes to the booze, his mouth has the same slogan as the old Windmill Theatre in the West End – we never close.’

Cleo dug her heels in. She was tired of this carry on. ‘No – why should I do it? You’re in charge, why don’t you tell him to put the top on the bottle and go sleep it off. Or – this might sound a little crazy but stick with me – why don’t you get the guys to chuck him out and tell him to sod off for good?’

The place had a few hard boys on the door so the punters got the message to behave loud and clear. Or else ...

Daffy lowered her voice. ‘You know why we have to keep Pete sweet. Without him there wouldn’t be any of the specials.’

Cleo sighed heavily at the reminder of her, Daffy and Pete’s other business, which none of the other girls had a clue about. A very murky business indeed, but one she needed if she was ever going to get out of this shithole. Daffy hadn’t originally been part of it, but when she’d caught them one night she’d demanded a cut of the money to look the other way.

Daffy continued, ‘Plus he won’t listen to me; he won’t listen to anyone except you.’ She ran her hand persuasively down Cleo’s arm and lowered her voice. ‘Come on, luv, go and use some soap on him and tell him to pack it in. Shag his brains out if you have to, just stop the bastard tearing the place apart and scaring off the trade.’

Cleo stood her ground. ‘No. I’m a tart, not anyone’s mum.’

Daffy reached into her pocket, took out a couple of nicker and stuffed the notes down the cleavage of Cleo’s rubber. ‘Come on babe – help me out.’

Cleo patted the notes and hissed, ‘OK, but you’ve got to put the kybosh on this once and for all. It has to S-T-O-P. One of these days he’s going to do someone or himself a mischief and fuck up our business arrangement. Maybe you should have a little word with the owners to straighten him out.’

Cleo still wasn’t sure who the owners of the knocking shop were, despite working there for two years.

Daffy looked away. ‘If I knew who the owners were, I would.’

Cleo didn’t believe a word of it. Daffy wasn’t the sort of woman who ran an outfit like this without having the full S.P. on the money men behind it.

Downstairs, Cleo walked into a reception room that had been converted into a bar; a place for the punters to meet the girls and get their motors running before going upstairs. The room had once been in the neighbouring house but it had been knocked through to create one big sex-for-sale establishment.

Sure enough, good ol’ Pete was going into one, spit and fists flying. Without the drink in him he was a good-looking fella, all blond hair and blue eyes, but once the booze hit he was a dead ringer for an orangutan being denied his dinner. The two heavies from the door were trying to stop him attacking two terrified punters, trapped in a corner of the room. The barman behind the makeshift bar had his arms around bottles and glasses to protect them from Pete’s wild fists.

As soon as Cleo appeared, one of the bouncers desperately mouthed, ‘take care of the fucker.’ Normally they wouldn’t hesitate to dole out a proper kicking to any out of order geezer before heaving them down the stone steps outside. But they were under orders to take it easy with him. Orders from whom, Cleo didn’t know.

Pete had started as the manager about a year ago, but Cleo knew it was all a front. The real reason was to get the specials racket started. But Pete’s love affair with the bottle was starting to put a crimp on everything. He’d turn up at all hours getting into it with the girls, the customers, the staff and the bouncers. Then he’d end up bladdered in someone’s bed, on a chair or on the floor. Every now and then a bloke called Mickey – who Cleo suspected was the brains behind the specials – would come down to check on the premises and Daffy would raise the ‘Pete problem’ with him. But Mickey’s only response was to help himself to a bunch of banknotes from the cash box and say, ‘Pete? Don’t worry about him, he’s a pussycat, he just likes a wet once in a while, don’t he. Who doesn’t?’

It was hard to work out what would set Pete off. But there was always something.

He staggered forward, shouting the odds at the scared customers. ‘I’m not having a couple of benders coming in here, as easy as you like, and running their mouth about my girls. I’ve got fucking standards, ain’t I? Now square up, boys, and let’s take it outside. I’ll show you how we deal with wankers like you in the East End.’

The bouncers bunched in front of him to stop him in his tracks. Pete turned on them instead. ‘What’s the matter? Do you want some too? I could take on two plastic hard men like you any day of the week, no fucking problem; now get out of my fucking way.’ Pete threw a punch in their general direction. He had strong arms and big fists but his swing had no power and he was caught firmly by the wrist before he could do any damage. They secured his other arm and told him, ‘Cool it, OK? Calm down.’

Pete looked like he was about to burst a blood vessel. ‘I’ll give you fucking calm down, you pair of penguins.’ He began to struggle but he was massively out-powered.

After a moment, he hung his head in shame. ‘Sorry. I’m out of order. Let me go, eh? No hard feelings.’

But when they did, he went off like a firework, launching himself at the men cowering in the corner. ‘Come on, then! How do you like it now, eh?’

He aimed a big punch towards the nearest man, but he was too pissed, and the two men scarpered towards the door. Pete yelped with pain as his fist hit the wall and he reeled backwards. When he realised his quarry was gone, he went bananas, tearing the room apart. Cleo and everyone else took cover. A leather sofa was overturned. One arm sent bottles flying and the other scattered glasses. He grabbed a chair and crashed it against the wall.

Powerless, the bouncers looked on, before one turned to Cleo. ‘Well?’

She tutted before hurrying over, doing that wiggle-jiggle walk that Pete loved so much. ‘Petey! My precious Petey! Baby-baby! What’s the matter?’

His face lit up like a little kid when he saw her and he instantly dropped the chair. ‘There you are. Where you been? Look at this mess. Why is it me who’s always left to sort things out? Why can’t anyone else cope? You tell me that, eh?’

The harder he found it to cope, the more Pete whined about others coping. She put her arm around his waist. ‘What’s happened? Tell your little Cleo all about it.’

All the rage drained out of him. ‘I’ll tell you what’s what. Two blokes come in here causing trouble and those two over there don’t wanna know, so it’s left to muggins here to sort it out.’ He yelled at the bouncers, ‘Thanks for your help, boys. If you’ve ever got a problem in future, don’t call me, I’m not interested.’

It was clear the patience of the men was nearly exhausted. Cleo jerked her thumb to suggest they leave. She turned back and carried on schmoozing the dumb idiot. ‘I know, baby, but there’s no need for you to take things on. Look, park yourself down and I’ll get you a snifter.’ She gave him a saucy wink. ‘One of Cleo’s specials.’

But there was nowhere to sit down and the drinks were a wet mess on the carpet. Cleo upended the sofa and drew him down on it. When she sat next to him, he leaned his head heavily on her shoulder, blowing whisky fumes all over her. ‘Why don’t you tell your baby exactly what happened?’

Then Cleo switched off while Pete prattled on non-fucking-stop. When he finally stopped for air she jumped in with a whispered, ‘I can’t believe our two guys left you in the lurch like that.’

Tears appeared in his eyes. Tears meant her job as his sob sister was nearly over. Cleo’s heart lurched. She hated seeing him crying. When he wasn’t smashed out of his nut, Pete was such a bang-up bloke. He wailed, ‘You’re the only one who understands me.’

Cleo nodded with true sympathy, but she also wanted to wallop him a good one to knock some sense into him. Instead, she got up and began looking for a bottle that wasn’t broken. When she found one, she half escorted, half carried her charge to the stairs, doing the wiggle-jiggle all the way. She threw Daffy a squinty-eyed meaningful glance as she went.

In her room, she flopped Pete down on the bed and patiently spoon-fed him Scotch like a baby. She made clucking-caring noises at the halfwit babble spewing from his gob. It took a good half hour and a good half bottle before the witless twat finally passed out.

When she heard him grunting and snoring, Cleo shook her head sadly. ‘You tosspot.’ She caressed his cheek affectionately and smoothed his tousled hair away from his eyes. ‘What am I going to do with you?’

Cleo so desperately wanted out of this life, but she needed readies for that and this place paid a pittance after she coughed up for her keep. She really should’ve listened to her mum years back when she’d told her point blank that the guy she was with was no good. ‘No good’ hardly did justice to the battering she’d taken from him once he’d started pimping her arse out to his mates. Cleo had managed to flee literally with the clothes on her back. She’d been too ashamed to go back home. Besides, her mum had already cursed her out as a Jezebel fit only to dwell with Satan, so what else could she do but go on the game?

But she didn’t have to do it for the rest of her life, did she? What she needed was money. And fast. That’s why she had to keep Pete nice and happy – because of the specials that brought in extra cash. And if she was truthful she had a soft spot for him.

Cleo went downstairs again, but hid when she saw Mickey had turned up. He was deep in it with a ranting Daffy, shouting as she put him straight, thumping her cane against the wooden floor. ‘You need to do something about that clown Pete and you need to do it fast. We get influential guests in here and if he shows ’em up or takes a swing, you lot are going to find yourselves in very deep water indeed.’


Four

Caffs, snooker halls, clubs . . . Babs had been to the lot, with no sign of Nev. Worse still, she was palmed off with variations on the same story.

‘Never heard of him.’

‘Haven’t seen him around for a while.’

‘Neville? I heard he moved in with the blonde up Westbourne Grove.’

‘Neville? I heard he moved in with the brunette down the Elephant.’

Babs was properly pissed off and her feet were screaming bloody murder by the time she only had one more place to check out – the Go Go Girls Modelling Agency run by this Stanley Miller fella. It was up West, in Soho, a place she’d never been. Her dad had once warned her, with a shiver, that that part of London was full of aggro; a cesspit infested with pimps, tarts and foreign criminals. Babs suspected it was a fool’s errand anyway; the slippery Neville would probably have cut out of there as well. In fact, given how much time he seemed to be spending on his various birds, it was amazing the two-timing berk had the energy to work at all.

Despite feeling washed out, she took the tube to Piccadilly Circus and started towards Soho. You prat, she thought as she froze in her tracks, you ain’t got a clue where you’re going. So she hailed a black cab and asked the driver to take her to the Go Go Girls Modelling Agency.

The cabbie burst out laughing. ‘Modelling agency? Everywhere’s a modelling agency round here – if you know what I mean?’ But when he clocked the grim look on Babs’ pale face, he turned serious. ‘Alright, let me see what I can do.’

When he saw a cab coming the other way, he tooted his horn and leaned out of his window to talk to the other driver. ‘Do you know the Go Go Girls Agency, mate?’

After a brief chat, he turned back to Babs. ‘It’s on Chancery Row.’ He frowned hard at her. ‘Are you sure you wanna go there, sweetheart? You seem like a nice, respectable girl to me.’

Babs read between the lines of what he wasn’t saying – Chancery Row was not nice or respectable. She swallowed and then nodded before she lost her nerve. ‘Yes, I do.’

He turned back around. ‘None of my business, of course.’

As they drove, the streets of the West End turned from theatreland and cinemas to sleazy places advertising non-stop striptease, massages, saunas and dirty mags. It made Babs feel uncomfortable, but a thrill of excitement went through her all the same. This was a naughty world where good girls like her shouldn’t be.

When they reached Chancery Row, a seedy street in the back end of Soho, the driver refused to take her money, just told her to take care, like she was his own daughter.

Babs shook in the daytime chill as she walked up and down. There was no sign of any modelling agency. But there were other things creeping her out – sex bookshops, ‘private’ cinemas and tatty cards with women’s names handwritten on them sellotaped next to doorbells. And rubbish, piled up in doorways. In despair, Babs came to a halt outside an empty building and stood motionless, unsure what to do next. Then a heavy door swung open and a middle-aged woman appeared, caked to her hairline in make-up and wearing an outfit that Babs considered the fashion equivalent of a dirty mag.

‘Sorry, luv, you can’t tout your business there – that’s Sasha’s patch.’

It took a few moments before the penny dropped. The nerve of the woman! ‘I’m not a . . . err . . .’ Babs stopped faffing around and got on with it. ‘I’m looking for someone.’

The woman sashayed onto the street. ‘Looking for someone? You ain’t the filth, are ya?’ Then she looked Babs up and down, laughed and answered her own question. ‘No, of course you’re not. Who do you want?’

‘Stanley Miller at the Go Go Girls Modelling Agency.’

The woman gave her an arch look and then pointed a cherry-red fingernail down the road. ‘See that barbers? It’s the black door next to that. Give it a knock, but don’t necessarily expect an answer.’

Babs trudged down the street to the black door. Her luck was in; it was wedged open with a brick. Behind was a flight of wooden stairs leading up to a landing. Babs walked up the stairs like a condemned prisoner mounting the gallows and found a door with the agency’s name pinned on it. She turned the handle and entered an office. It was empty except for a desk with a black telephone and a transistor radio on it. Behind that, a woman sat filing her nails and humming along to David Bowie’s ‘Life On Mars’. She seemed to have been pickled in the Sixties, sporting a beehive, Biba knock-off blouse, mini skirt and a pair of white vinyl go-go boots.

‘What the hell do you want?’ she asked roughly, flapping her huge false eyelashes.

‘I’m looking for Neville.’

Babs knew what she was going to say before she said it. ‘Never heard of him.’

She changed tack. ‘Stanley Miller?’

‘Ain’t heard of him either – how the hell did you get in anyway?’

‘The door downstairs was wedged open.’

The woman looked upwards with an accusing glare. ‘It’s about time I had words with that lot on the second floor.’ Then she turned back to Babs. ‘Well, ta-ra and sorry I can’t help. Shut the door on your way out, there’s a good girl.’

It was the end of the line. Babs wasn’t taking this shit from people any more; there was only so many brush-offs a girl could have. She’d gone from pillar to post to find Nev and brainless Beehive wasn’t going to fob her off. ‘I’m not going nowhere until I see Stanley Miller.’

Hatchet-face stood up, fixing a menacing stare on her unwanted visitor. ‘Alright, little girl, you’ve had your bit of fun, now sod off. Or would you like me to have you thrown downstairs?’

She looked like she meant it but Babs didn’t care. ‘I want to see Stanley Miller.’

Clearly pissed off, Beehive marched around the desk and grabbed her by the scruff of the neck, dragging her across the floor.

All the day’s anger, fear and despair exploded in Babs’ fist as she took a swing at her attacker and caught her one on the cheek so hard it sent the woman flying. She landed on her back, legs all over the place and beehive wobbling to the side. Shocked, she looked up, touching her bruised face with her fingers. Then she clenched her fists and growled, ‘Oh? Like a ruck, do you? I’ll give you a ruck, sweetheart . . .’ Then she flew at Babs, getting her hands round her throat, shaking her like a rag doll.

‘What’s all this, then?’ a man’s voice boomed.

Babs only saw who it was when the mad bitch loosened her hands and her vision came back into focus. Her breath caught in her throat. Gordon Bennett, this geezer was a right sort. Tall, decked out in an immaculate three-piece navy blue suit, a silk hanky in his pocket and handmade leather shoes. He smelt of Brut, her favourite aftershave, and sported a carefully Brylcreemed feather haircut. He could have been a Hollywood star.

Beehive told him, ‘Don’t look at me like that, Stan. This bitch came in here looking for trouble, so I gave her some. She asked for it, believe me.’

So this was Stanley Miller. Now she’d clocked him, no way in hell was she going anywhere until she got some answers.

He ignored the other woman, giving Babs his full attention. ‘What’s the problem, darlin’?’

Weariness caught up with Babs. She crumpled on the floor blubbing her heart out. Through her tears, she was impressed that Stanley Miller got on the case straight away, ordering the other woman to get a glass of water. Then, with a gentle touch, he helped her to her feet and took her into his office.

Babs’ mouth fell open. The room was a proper knockout. A beige chair with dips and curves like a woman’s body sat behind a gleaming mahogany desk. There was a leopard-print sofa, a pink and purple lava lamp, a globe minibar with drinks and glasses inside. Babs had never seen anything like it in her life. It was glamorous with a capital G.

Stan sat her down on the sofa and then poured her a glass of brandy from a crystal decanter. He parked himself next to her and asked her name. ‘Alright, Babs, don’t upset yourself. What’s the problem? How can I help?’

‘I’m looking for Neville. He said he worked here sometimes.’

Stan looked blank, leaning back slightly. ‘Neville? I don’t know no Neville.’ Babs got deflated all over again. But she brightened up as Stan tapped his fingers to his forehead. ‘Oh . . . Neville. That Neville. Yeah, I’m afraid he don’t work here no more.’

‘But he told me he was a photographer.’

Stan shook his head, but grinned. Flippin’ hell, what a killer smile. ‘A photographer? Neville’s been called a lot of things but I’ve never heard him called one of them before. I had to give him the push. He was a bit unreliable. What do you . . .?’

His eyes drifted to her belly and only then did she realise that her hand was laid protectively over it.

Stan lost the killer smile. ‘Put you in the club, has he?’ Babs started crying again. Stan hugged her like a father. ‘Look, there’s a lovely place around the corner. Why don’t you let me buy you some nosh and then I’ll get you a cab home?’

Babs stuttered, ‘Alright.’

‘Hold up a minute,’ Stan said. From the knowing expression on his face, Babs knew he’d put two and two together. ‘Neville’s a coloured boy – does that mean you’re carrying a coloured baby?’

Babs stopped crying for a moment and looked down. That’s why she was in Big Trouble twice over – she was up the duff and the daddy was black.

Stan clasped his hands together. ‘My word. You are in a pickle, aren’t you?’


Five

Melanie Ingram sat on the bonnet of the Jag, resting her arms on the bodywork so she could lean back like a model, turning her face towards the watery sun. She was wearing the beloved knee-length mink coat she took every opportunity to flash around town in, even when the weather wasn’t right. The car was right and the coat was right. It was only the road that was wrong. A shabby street in Mile End wasn’t the right spot for a classy bird like her. At least, that’s what Mel told herself. She belonged in the south of France – not parked up by a row of knackered terraced houses boarded up with corrugated iron. She dreamed of a world where blokes wore navy blazers, peaked caps and drank dry martinis with those green things in – not one where van drivers slowed down, looked at her tits and shouted, ‘You don’t get many of them to the pound!’

A man came round the corner and stopped in horror. ‘Oi – what are you doing sitting on my jam jar? This ain’t the fucking motor show.’

Mel turned her head and peered over her psychedelic sunglasses at Mickey. That was another thing. She had the wrong husband as well. They’d both grown up in Bethnal Green, in houses too packed to have enough space for themselves, so they’d had to make their names on the street. She’d been nifty with her fingers as a young ’un, lifting stuff from pockets, shops and residences as well. But what she’d loved most of all was the rush she got from doing the old five-finger discount in jewellers. All that glitter and sparkle got her heart going just thinking about it. Mind you she’d almost come a cropper that time she’d palmed a ring belonging to a South London Face’s missus, which was in the jewellers being mended.

That was how she’d met Mickey properly. Despite them bunking off the same school she’d only really seen him around, never been given a proper intro. People had told her to see Charlie Dalton if she wanted to get the Face off her back, so she had. He’d done the business on her behalf and she’d started seeing him between the sheets. But she’d also taken a shine to his mate Mickey. She was soon seeing Mickey on the side as well, until Charlie caught them bang to rights – banging. She really should’ve stuck with Charlie, or John Black as he’d started calling himself: she’d heard he was going places. Upmarket, dodgy places. Ah well, a girl could dream . . .

‘You took your effing time,’ she griped at Mickey, chucking him a dirty look.

They got into the Jag and he drove away at speed; he didn’t like people seeing him near the knocking shop. When she repeated her complaint, he looked unhappy. ‘Yeah, well, I had a problem to sort out, didn’t I?’

Her tone turned bitter. ‘Let me guess – has the gas been cut off? Are the neighbours playing music too loud? Am I getting warm?’

Mickey ground the gears. ‘Don’t take the rise luv, it don’t suit you.’

In fact, it suited her all too well. ‘I can’t think what else it can be . . .’ She stuck her finger in her mouth and stared into space like she was having a good old think.

‘Ummm, let me have another guess . . .’ She brightened. ‘Oh, I know! Has Pete been on the sauce again? Is he going round taking a swing at the punters and the Toms before falling over in a puddle of his own piss again?’

Mickey growled, but kept his eyes on the road. ‘Pete just likes a few wets. He’s alright.’

Mel fished in her handbag for some lippy. ‘Alright? He’s gonna kill someone one day – you know that, don’t you? And who’s gonna be left to clear up the mess? Mickey Muggins, that’s who. You’ve got to tell his brother the drunk’s got to go. If you don’t, I will.’

‘I can’t do that. He sticks up for Pete. He’s about the only person in the world he looks out for. He won’t do it.’

‘Oh, give over, the slimy little weasel doesn’t care about anyone.’

Mickey shook his head and sighed. ‘Nah, it’s different with Pete, it’s a family thing.’ He looked in the rear view mirror as if worried that someone might be listening. ‘They’re a funny family. The mother is a nutter and their old man was a drunk who used to slap them around all the time. Pete used to stick up for him. When he was old enough, he knocked their twisted old man out and the kickings stopped. He owes Pete. That’s how it is. To be honest, it’s about the only human thing in him.’ He glanced in the rear view mirror again before adding, ‘Don’t tell him I told you that. He’s very sensitive about it.’

Mel sneered back. ‘My heart is breaking. It doesn’t help us, though, does it? Why doesn’t he get Pete a job as a traffic warden? He knows people on the council.’

‘Don’t worry about it. There’s a girl called Cleo up there who knows how to handle Pete. She keeps him out of mischief. It’s all sweet.’

Mel pulled down the vanity mirror and began touching up her pale-peach lipstick. ‘Sweet? The cretin’s a menace. Pete’s got to go before he gets us all into some major league bovver.’ She knew Mickey was fed up, but the fact he wasn’t doing as he was told only goaded her more.

‘What am I meant to do?’ he fumed. ‘I’ve just told you, he can’t boot Pete out of the business. It’d be like me telling you to sling your hook. Anyhow, he knows he’s gotta sort Pete out. Drag him onto the wagon if he has to.’

Mel huffed, not convinced one bit. ‘He won’t be sorting nuthin’ and that’s typical of the way he treats you – like he’s got you on a lead, yanking you every fucking which way he wants.’ Once Mel got started, she couldn’t stop. ‘Whose business was it to start with? Who put up the front money? You did. Then flash moosh comes along and starts chucking out orders. He’s swanning round the West End like Lord Clore while you’re down here with your sleeves rolled up, elbow deep in all the dirty work.’ When Mickey didn’t answer, she snapped, ‘Where’s your fucking self-respect? Do you even know what he’s up to in that office of his? Probably plotting to diddle you out of your own business, that’s what.’

Mickey’s driving became more Jackie Stewart as he upped his speed, bending under the weight of Mel’s handbagging. She pressed on. She knew why her old man was getting the nark and why his defence of his partner was becoming so desperate. Mickey secretly feared that she was right and she was determined to keep beating him around his nut until he finally grew a pair and did something about it.

‘Please – give it a rest, will ya? I know what I’m doing. He’s got a good brain on him; you know he has. He takes care of the admin. I’m better at the practical side. It was the same when me and him were at school. He could do sums, I was good at woodwork. That’s how it is. It works.’

Mel angrily shoved her lipstick back in her macrame purse. ‘Oh, he’s clever alright, I’ll give you that. He’s too fucking clever – that’s the problem.’ Her voice suddenly screeched, ‘Watch the fucking road!’

Mickey pulled on the steering wheel, only just avoiding a lorry coming the other way. He slammed on his brakes and pulled over, shoving his finger in Mel’s sour face. ‘Pack it in! I’ve had it up to here with your moaning and nagging. Leave me to look after my business – you get on with preening yourself like a good wife should. I know my mate. We go way back, a lot further than you and me, and don’t you fucking forget it.’

Mel almost went for him again but if she overdid it he might twig she was trying to jerk him around like a puppet.

Instead she turned her voice all delicate and gently stroked his arm. ‘Right you are. You’ll speak to him about Pete?’

‘Yeah, I’ll speak to him, OK?’

She said nothing and he got the motor on the move again. She meant to keep it shut but was unable to resist softly twisting the knife. ‘You know what he’s up to, don’t you? Have you noticed how he never takes no interest in what you do? Bet he doesn’t chat to Pete about the knocking shop either. Your mate’s keeping his back turned on your side of the business for a reason. You mark my words, one day the Old Bill’s gonna kick in the door and he’s going to pretend it was sod all to do with him.’

Mickey kept it schtum. He wasn’t arguing. Mel barely managed to keep her glee at bay. She’d nearly convinced the dopey sod that she was right. Months of hard work were paying off. It was just like chopping down a tree. Lots of hacking away and then one final blow and, Geronimo, over it went. Now all she had to figure out was how to get rid of Mickey’s toerag business partner once and for all.


Six

‘I never realised I was in the family way,’ Babs blurted out, her face bright red, as she stared at Stan over her mouth-watering steak and chips in the Lilac Club. ‘Doctor McDaid told me I’m about four months gone already.’

She hadn’t realised she had a bun well gone in the oven? Stan was constantly reading that trendy long-haired teachers were scrapping old-fashioned education and encouraging teenagers to get their leg over with anything that moved – and this kid didn’t realise she was expecting? And fancy being taken in by an obvious smoothie like Neville.

‘I weren’t on the pill but I borrowed some from a friend because old man McDaid won’t dish ’em out unless you’re married. Perhaps they didn’t work . . .’

Stan nodded with sympathy. He’d known a girl who’d bled to death during a botched backstreet abortion because her quack wouldn’t give her the pills women’s libbers insisted all birds had the right to have.

‘And then when I asked McDaid if it was too late to get rid of it . . .’ Babs burst into tears again. That was all he needed, everyone thinking he’d made her turn the waterworks on. He had a rep around here as a man who got on with folk, especially the ladies. Stan quickly checked out the other diners, but they were too busy stuffing their faces. He took out his silk hanky and passed it to her. ‘Here you go, don’t upset yourself.’

‘He called me a murderer!’

Stan nodded sagely. ‘Catholic, is he? That’s probably why; they’re like that. It’s all sin and sackcloth to them. Put it out of your mind, sweetheart.’

When she’d finished her story, she looked at him as if he were a wise old man who could solve her problems with a few words. In fact, Stan had discovered he wasn’t that much older than her. She was nineteen to his twenty-five. But compared to her he really was a wise old man, and she was just another chump that the East End spat out like grape pips.

He looked across at her as she waited expectantly to be told what to do. He took out his silver cigarette case and lit up. He offered one to her and her gaze caught his finger. Half of his index finger was gone. He hoped that she didn’t ask about it; he wasn’t in the mood to tell the story he‘d made up to hide the truth.

She kept her mouth zipped, which he appreciated, and took a fag. Her fingers shook as he lit it and she coughed as he considered what to say next.

He leaned across the table. ‘Look, Babs-babe – it happens. Girls like you are a dime a dozen. My mum was in the pudding club with my older brother when she was your age. Will your people get the nark
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